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July 23: Panamanian authorities have not yet publicly reacted to reports of a cutoff in US economic
and military aid following the June 30 attack on the US Embassy. When asked if such reports were
accurate, presidential spokesman Jose Hernandez said he knew nothing about it. Commander-inchief of the Panamanian Defense Forces, Gen. Manuel Antonio Noriega, after a meeting with labor
leaders, declined to respond to questions about the suspension of military aid. The Panamanian
Foreign Ministry has not responded to reports of the aid suspension, although the ministry recently
indicated that the government will pay damages to the US embassy, estimated at over $100,000.
Romulo Betancur, president of the Revolutionary Democratic Party (PRD), said in an interview
with the press that "we are confronting a situation of destabilization that has been coming since
we approved the 1977 Panama Canal treaties, signed by former President Jimmy Carter and the
late Gen. Omar Torrijos." He claimed that the US has been involved in destabilizing Panama since
1981 when Torrijos died in an air accident, and that at present Washington is imposing increasing
pressure because in 1990 the top administrative position on the Panama Canal Commission must
go to a Panamanian. The US government, he said, intends to install a docile government in Panama
to assure acceptance of its decisions in 1990 and beyond. Betancur claimed that while the pressure
exerted on Panama City is the strongest thus far since Torrijos' death, the pressure will escalate
even further during the remainder of the 1980s. Kathleen Barmon, of the US State Department's
Office of Human Rights, met with leaders of the National Civic Crusade, and with citizens who
have declared their human rights were violated while being detained at the Modelo prison in recent
disturbances. University students threw rocks at riot police in streets adjacent to the University
of Panama campus while attempting to set up barricades in the streets. The police dispersed
the students who sought refuge inside the campus. Hector Aleman, leader of the Coordinator of
Panamanian Popular Organizations (COPP), told Cuban news agency PRENSA LATINA that the
principal "external" causes of the present crisis derive from Washington's interest in ensuring
its continued presence in Panama, including the continuity of strategic military installations after
the year 2000, and US Central America policy. Panama, he said, is a member of the Contadora
Group. Washington, according to Aleman, would like to see Contadora disbanded, or at least wholly
discredited. Panama, he added, would appear to be the easiest target in the Reagan administration's
campaign to discredit Contadora. Regarding domestic causes of the crisis, Aleman cited the
acceleration of a process to destroy "Torrijismo," or a nationalist political movement that emerged
after Torrijos' death in 1981. The labor leader said political structures to sustain participation of
the majority of people in national political and social life established by Torrijos and his followers
and then continued after the general's death have been undermined. Aleman announced that the
COPP plans to launch a series of public protests to demand participation in the process to define
a solution to the political crisis. Next, he said implementation of economic policies prescribed
by the International Monetary Fund (IMF), he said, have sparked dissatisfaction because living
standards for the majority of Panamanians are on the decline. Aleman pointed out that more than
150,000 Panamanians are un- or underemployed, the nation faces a housing shortage, and prices
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for subsistence goods are continually rising. According to statistics elaborated by COPP, the cost
of living has doubled in the past five years. Prices for subsistence products, such as rice, beans,
and beef, have increased by over 50% since January. The government has reported that inflation
since the beginning of the year is virtually zero. The US has allies in Panama, said Aleman, largely
among the "national oligarchy," who are interested in maintaining their positions of privilege. The
US administration, he said, has committed itself to turn the Canal over to Panama on December 31,
1999. However, "Washington wishes to maintain its military bases here, and is seeking a mechanism
a docile government that would permit a long-term presence in Panama. The reasons for this are US
strategic, political and military interests in Central America." Aleman said the Panamanian Defense
Forces have become the principal targets of US attacks, because of the military's nationalism and
its support for peaceful dialogue as the means to resolve the Central American conflict. Aleman
chairs the National Federation of Public Servants and Employees (FENASEP). (Basic data from AP,
PRENSA LATINA, 07/23/87)

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

